Selected Poems of the First World War 


Peace (Rupert Brooke - 1914) 


Now, God be thanked Who has matched us with His 
hour, 
And caught our youth, and wakened us from 
sleeping, 
With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened 
power, 
To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping, 
Glad from a world grown old and cold and weary, 
Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move, 
And half-men, and their dirty songs and dreary, 
And all the little emptiness of love! 


Oh! we, who have known shame, we have found 
release there, 

Where there's no ill, no grief, but sleep has 
mending, 

Naught broken save this body, lost but breath; 
Nothing to shake the laughing heart's long peace 
there 

But only agony, and that has ending; 
And the worst friend and enemy is but Death. 


The Soldier (Rupert Brooke - 1914) 


If I should die, think only this of me: 
That there's some corner of a foreign field 
That is for ever England. There shall be 
In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam, 
A body of England's, breathing English air, 
Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home. 


And think, this heart, all evil shed away, 
A pulse in the eternal mind, no less 
Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England 
given; 
Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day; 
And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness, 
In hearts at peace, under an English heaven. 


The Dead (Rupert Brooke - 1914) 


Blow out, you bugles, over the rich Dead! 
There's none of these so lonely and poor of old, 


But, dying, has made us rarer gifts than gold. 
These laid the world away; poured out the red 
Sweet wine of youth; gave up the years to be 

Of work and joy, and that unhoped serene, 

That men call age; and those who would have 
been, 

Their sons, they gave, their immortality. 


Blow, bugles, blow! They brought us, for our dearth, 
Holiness, lacked so long, and Love, and Pain. 
Honour has come back, as a king, to earth, 
And paid his subjects with a royal wage; 
And Nobleness walks in our ways again; 
And we have come into our heritage. 


In Flanders Fields (John McRae - 1915) 


In Flanders fields the poppies blow 

Between the crosses, row on row 
That mark our place; and in the sky 
The larks, still bravely singing, fly 

Scarce heard amid the guns below. 


We are the Dead. Short days ago 
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow, 
Loved and were loved, and now we lie 
In Flanders fields. 


Take up our quarrel with the foe: 
To you from failing hands we throw 
The torch; be yours to hold it high. 
If ye break faith with us who die 
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 
In Flanders fields. 


Dulce et Decorum Est (Wilfred Owen - 1917) 


Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed 
through sludge, 

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs, 

And towards our distant rest began to trudge. 

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots, 
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame, all blind; 
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots 

Of gas-shells dropping softly behind. 


Gas! Gas! Quick, boys! -- An ecstasy of fumbling 
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time, 
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling 


And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime. -- 
Dim through the misty panes and thick green light, 
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning. 


In all my dreams before my helpless sight 
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning. 


If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace 
Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin, 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs 
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues, -- 
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
To children ardent for some desperate glory, 

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 

Pro patria mori. 


Base Details (Siegfried Sassoon - 1918) 


If I were fierce, and bald, and short of breath, 
I'd live with scarlet Majors at the Base, 

And speed glum heroes up the line to death. 
You'd see me with my puffy petulant face, 
Guzzling and gulping in the best hotel, 

Reading the Roll of Honour. 'Poor young chap,’ 
I'd say - 'I used to know his father well; 

Yes, we've lost heavily in this last scrape.' 

And when the war is done and youth stone dead, 
I'd toddle safely home and die - in bed. 


Blighters (Siegfried Sassoon - 1918) 


The House is crammed: tier beyond tier they grin 
And cackle at the Show, while prancing ranks 

Of harlots shrill the chorus, drunk with din; 
“We’re sure the Kaiser loves our dear old Tanks!” 


Pd like to see a Tank come down the stalls, 
Lurching to rag-time tunes, or “Home, sweet 
Home,” 

And there’d be no more jokes in Music-halls 
To mock the riddled corpses round Bapaume. 


Here Dead we Lie (A. E. Housman - 1919) 


Here dead we lie because we did not choose 


To live and shame the land from which we sprung. 
Life, to be sure, is nothing much to lose; 
But young men think it is, and we were young. 


In Memoriam (Ewart Alan Mackintosh, killed in 
action 21“ November 1917 aged 24) 


So you were David’s father, 

And he was your only son, 

And the new-cut peats are rotting 
And the work is left undone, 
Because of an old man weeping, 
Just an old man in pain, 

For David, his son David, 

That will not come again. 


Oh, the letters he wrote you, 

And I can see them still, 

Not a word of the fighting, 

But just the sheep on the hill 

And how you should get the crops in 
Ere the year get stormier, 

And the Bosches have got his body, 
And I was his officer. 


You were only David’s father, 
But I had fifty sons 

When we went up in the evening 
Under the arch of the guns, 

And we came back at twilight - 
O God! I heard them call 

To me for help and pity 

That could not help at all. 


Oh, never will I forget you, 

My men that trusted me, 

More my sons than your fathers’, 
For they could only see 

The little helpless babies 

And the young men in their pride. 
They could not see you dying, 
And hold you while you died. 


Happy and young and gallant, 

They saw their first-born go, 

But not the strong limbs broken 

And the beautiful men brought low, 
The piteous writhing bodies, 

They screamed “Don’t leave me, sir”, 
For they were only your fathers 

But I was your officer. 


